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SUMMARY 
 
The Montana Natural Heritage Program, in 
partnership with the Montana Department of 
Environmental Quality, has completed an 
inventory of ecologically significant and 
restorable wetlands in the watersheds of the 
Missouri River headwaters in southwest 
Montana.  This project identified high quality 
wetlands in the study area and evaluated their 
diversity and integrity.  Building on previous 
watershed inventories, this work creates a 
consistent and comprehensive source of wetland 
information that can form the basis for effective 
prioritization of wetland protection and 
restoration efforts. 
 
This inventory targeted wetlands with intact 
hydrological functions, representative native 
plant communities, outstanding wildlife values, 
and/or rare plant and animal species.  Important 
sources for locating significant wetlands were 
local expert opinion and aerial photographs.  We 
used standard Heritage Program methodologies 
to inventory wetlands and to assess site 
condition, catalog community types, and 
document rare plant and animal occurrences.  
Five criteria were used to evaluate each site’s 
ecological significance:  (1) condition, which 
includes degree of hydrologic or geomorphic 
alteration, quality of native plant communities, 
and presence of exotic species, (2) landscape 
context, which includes condition of uplands and 
hydrologic connectivity between wetland and 
uplands, (3) diversity, which includes the 
number of plant communities, structural 
vegetation types, and hydrologic classes, (4) 
rarity, which includes the number and 

 
 
condition of rare plants, animals, or 
communities, and (5) size of wetland.  We then 
placed sites into one of four categories, ranging 
from highest quality (A-ranked) to poorest 
quality (D-ranked).   
 
Twenty-one ecologically significant wetlands 
were inventoried for this study.  Of these sites, 
four rated as A-ranked wetlands, twelve as B-
ranked wetlands, and five as C-ranked wetlands.  
A-ranked sites were relatively undisturbed to 
pristine.  In general, their natural hydrologic 
regimes were intact, they supported high quality 
examples of native plant communities, and they 
had no or only minor weed populations.  The 
uplands surrounding these sites were largely 
undisturbed, with minimal human alterations.  
These wetlands included montane peatlands and 
two large wetland complexes in the Red Rock 
Lakes National Wildlife Refuge.  In contrast, B-
ranked sites had been affected by both on- and 
off-site human disturbances, although many sites 
still maintained high functional capacity and 
supported high quality plant communities.  This 
category included riverine and beaver-
influenced wetlands, sloughs, a small montane 
peatland, and a large groundwater-discharge 
wetland, Piedmont Swamp.  The remaining sites 
were rated as C-ranked wetlands.  These 
wetlands have been functionally impaired 
through hydrologic or geomorphic alterations or 
through land use disturbances in the wetlands or 
adjacent uplands, and exotic species were 
widespread at a few sites.  These sites included 
beaver-influenced riverine wetlands and 
depressional wetlands in the Centennial Valley. 
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